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Abstract

An Australian ‘Expert Panel on apprenticeships’ worked during 2010-11 to propose sweeping changes to the Australian apprenticeship and training system which would have removed the access of workers in large segments of the economy to publicly-funded training. One suggestion was the establishment of a ‘national custodian’ who would decide which occupations were to get funded training and which were not. The eventual policy outcomes of this attempt, by a combination of interest groups and academics, to ‘guard’ access to funded training, are not yet known. However a minor policy change has already removed employers’ incentive payments for Certificate II qualifications. A similar process has been taking place during 2011 in England, where similar alliances are opposing the expansion of the apprenticeship system to broader sections of the economy. This paper analyses policy documents, and statements by academics and people from other research institutions, to examine, and attempt to theorise, their attempts to deny funded training to workers. These arguments are tested against the broader apprenticeship literature and the implications of these seemingly elitist arguments on the policy objective of social inclusion through VET.
Introduction

This paper begins to explore the complex motivations that lie beneath the responses of some groups to vocational education and training (VET) policy. In particular it explores attitudes to, and attempts to influence policy in relation to, two valuable items of currency in VET: qualifications and funding. In Australia, as in other countries, qualifications are available that relate to many occupations in the labour market. Sometimes the qualifications that are obtained in the VET sector sit uneasily alongside, and may be viewed unfavorably, compared with qualifications that sit in school education and higher education. The demarcation between school education and VET, for example, has been displayed recently in the finalisation of the ‘strengthening’ of the AQF, where neither school education nor VET was willing to allow a direct comparison to be drawn between qualifications in the two sectors.  The battle-lines between VET and higher education have previously been drawn around occupations such as nursing, which straddle the two sectors, and now can be seen in unhappy relationships in the fitness area. As has been frequently pointed out, many high-status qualifications delivered in higher education are highly vocational, and yet they have much more status than those delivered in VET. This paper does not, however, consider these difficulties, but focuses on struggles relating to qualifications and funding within the VET sector.  The paper shows that despite avowed commitment to the interests of working people, trade unions and academic commentators appear to have been active in undermining the advances made for working people. The paper examines the issue through the lens of policy relating to apprenticeships and traineeships.
Research method

The paper uses three main sources of data to explain and begin to analyse the attitudes and actions of the players. These comprise:
· Australian government-sponsored reports and in particular the report ‘A shared responsibility – Apprenticeships for the 21st Century’. Elements of this report were repeated word for word in the Skills Australia report ‘Skills for Prosperity’. These two reports have been influential in Australia over the past 18 months. Codd (1988) discusses the need to look behind seemingly transparent statements of intent in policy documents;
· Formal and informal responses to this reports and other policy developments relating to apprenticeships, in Australia and in England; and
· Comments by key players in public fora and in conversations with the author, in a form of participant observation previously used by the author in relation to competency-based training and Training Packages (Smith 2002, 2010). The author has worked in various positions in the VET sector and has researched extensively in many industries covering both apprenticed trades and occupations served by traineeships.
Background and literature review

Apprenticeships in Australia remained concentrated in the traditional trades until the 1980s, at which time there were around 150,000 apprentices.  They were mainly undertaken by young males (Ray, 2001); the only trade in which young women were heavily represented was hairdressing.  While this reflects the situation in, for example, England, it is not necessarily representative of all countries with apprenticeships; Germany, for example, has apprenticeships in commercial ‘trades’ including retail since the inception of its ‘dual system’. Twenty-five years ago the first of a series of major changes to Australia’s apprenticeship system, the introduction of the Australian Traineeship System, was initiated by the Kirby Inquiry, (Kirby 1985). Traineeships are apprentice-like contracts of training, generally at lower levels of qualification and lasting for one or sometimes two years rather than the three or four years of apprenticeships. At this time qualifications were beginning to be introduced for many jobs which did not previously have formal training attached to them; previously in industries such as retail employers provided and paid for all the training, while in industries such as construction, governments funded all initial training. Through the 1990s, under a process known as ‘training reform’, and particularly with the advent of national Training Packages in 1997 (Smith & Keating, 2003), qualification coverage was obtained in most industry and occupational areas with national consistency.
Much of the recent growth in the Australian apprenticeship system, which now has over 400,000 participants can be attributed to ‘non-traditional’ industry areas and occupations (i.e. traineeship areas) which have risen considerably so that now trainees account for around twice the number of trade apprentices; however, the number of traditional apprentices in training has also been rising since the mid-1990s and during the last decade the rate of growth has actually been higher for traditional trade apprentices than for trainees.  The numbers of apprentices and trainees in training has reached 440,700, 3.8% of the working population (National Centre for Vocational Education Research 2011). As part of the 1990s training reforms in Australia, adults and part-time workers were allowed full access to apprenticeships and traineeships, an initiative that has generally not spread to other countries until very recently. For instance, England only began to pilot adult apprenticeships in one industry (construction) in 2005.

Apprenticeships are difficult to define but systems in different countries tend to have certain aspects in common. All of these aspects do not necessarily apply in all countries:
· They involve training for a specific occupation;
· They involve an employment relationship;
· Many apprentices are young people early in their working career;
· They involve gaining a qualification;
· They are regulated by national, State or local governments and/or industry bodies; and
· They are closely linked to industrial relations systems.
Discussions among members of the INAP group (International Network on Innovative Apprenticeship) have confirmed the diversity of apprenticeship arrangements, both in space and over time (see Rauner & Smith, 2010). It is well accepted that it is difficult to make any definitive statement about what apprenticeship are or what their purpose is; at times and in places a skill formation imperative predominates, but at other times and in other places there is an  imperative to ease entry to the labour market.
Apprenticeships in western societies have been in existence in a formal sense since the Middle Ages and therefore in Australia since European settlement. In veneration of the time-honoured system, it is often forgotten that the current system in operation in Australia, as with the Dual System in Germany, was put into place shortly after World War II and therefore reflect the industrial and power systems in place only a little over fifty years ago. So traineeships now have half the life of present-day ‘traditional’ apprenticeships.

Funding for qualification-based training in Australian VET is not only distributed through apprenticeships and traineeships. Institution-based training is funded directly by State governments, primarily to TAFE colleges; workplace-based training is funded through a range of schemes and recently major initiatives such as the National Workforce Development Fund. Apprenticeships and traineeships claim, however, a major slice of national (Commonwealth) and State funding for workplace-based VET. The Commonwealth government provides employers with incentives to employ apprentices and trainees and to see them through to the end of their contract of training. This funding is often described, as a ‘wage subsidy’ (eg Cully, 2006), but this is quite misleading as the incentive payments are block amounts that are not related to wages. State governments fund the ‘off-the-job’ training for apprenticeship and traineeship qualifications; this may be carried out on-the-job but must be under the ‘gaze’ of a training provider (RTO or Registered Training Organisation). The RTO is responsible for the assessment leading to the award of the qualification. In recent years both Commonwealth and State governments have sought to limit the extent to which they fund the system, limiting availability of funding, for example, to those moving up the qualifications ladder (in the case of Commonwealth funding and sometimes State funding)  or to people working in certain industries (in the case of some States’ funding).
The troops are marshalled
As the Director of a State Industry Training Advisory Board in the early 2000s, the author witnessed discussion at State and national levels about access to funding. This was at a time when the national training system was expanding rapidly, although in the State in which the author worked (South Australia) there was at that time no question that off-the-job training for all apprenticeships and traineeships would be funded. However, perhaps foreseeing  that funding restrictions would need to be imposed at some time, there was some talk from the ‘traditional trades’ ITABs that their occupations were more worthy of funding than some others. At this time and through the early 2000s there were inquiries in some States and nationally (eg Schofield, 1999; Senate EWRSBE, 2000) into quality in VET, which showed that some non-TAFE RTOS were providing poor-quality training particularly in non-trade areas, making the ‘traineeship’ qualification areas easy targets for criticism.
It became apparent during the 2000s that interests were becoming increasingly entrenched. The author was an invited attendee at a national meeting in the mid-2000s, held to advise a major national program of research, where an industrial relations academic, also invited, launched an attack on a representative of the hospitality industry, claiming ‘the jobs in your industry are not skilled’. A couple of years later the author was invited to a consultation with an international OECD delegation. The same academic began the proceedings with a statement to the puzzled international visitors that ‘training reform set out to destroy occupations’. His view apparently was that training reform, which expanded the availability of qualifications to a greater number of occupations and the nature of training delivery to a wider range of modes, provided illegitimate recognition to ‘unskilled jobs’ and thereby implicitly downgraded occupations that were ‘really’ skilled, whose qualifications were taught in conventional modes– ie the traditional trades. This academic became an influential adviser to a national government-sponsored body and his influence has been clear in the documents issued by that body.
The battle lines are drawn
In late 2010 the battle lines became very clearly drawn with the appointment of an ‘Expert Panel’ to advise on ‘reform options’ for the Australian apprenticeship system. This panel was commissioned by the then Minister and supported by a secretariat from the relevant government department. The probable bent of this so-called Expert Panel was made plain in the composition of its members: three industry representatives from the manufacturing and construction industry, a union member from manufacturing industry, a representative from the national trade union peak body, the ACTU, a Skills Australia board member and the academic referred to earlier in this paper. There was no representative from any industry outside manufacturing and construction, no representative from a training provider, and no other academic expert. This was not a body that set out to uncover challenges and address them; it was a body with an agenda.

Little consultation took place during the preparation of the draft report. A range of papers were commissioned from the National Centre for Vocational Education Research (including one which included work sub-contracted to the author of this paper). The papers submitted by the NCVER were supportive of the general position that government money should not be spent on traineeships.  The report (Commonwealth of Australia, 2011) contained three major overt proposals: the establishment of an employer contribution scheme for apprenticeships and traineeships; the establishment of a ‘National Custodian’ to oversee the apprenticeship system; and the funding of improved mentoring services for apprentices and trainees. The report did not discuss training at all (except, briefly, on-the-job training), only the employment aspects of apprenticeships, despite the fact that training was included in its terms of reference. The report as well contained some general recommendations for improvement in the system which were already under way or well understood (eg expansion of pre-apprenticeships)
However the most important recommendation in the report was not overt but covert. The now notorious pages 56 to 58 of the report proposed that only ‘eligible’ apprentices and trainees should attract government funding. The covert recommendation was that traineeships should cease to receive Commonwealth government incentives. ‘Eligible’ apprentices and trainees are declared, the document, to be those entering occupations that are on the ‘Specialised occupations list’ (Expert Panel, 2011: 56), a list drawn up for immigration purposes and therefore representing those jobs in which workers were in short supply, not workers whose jobs required formal training. The report acknowledges that this is not a particularly suitable list but declares that it is the best one available. It then goes on to suggest further ‘tests’ for eligibility for government funding – whether a qualification ‘provides an individual with a valued career’ and ‘can be traded in the marketplace’. Setting aside the question of how a qualification can provide an individual with a career, the main point of contention here is what makes for a ‘valued career’. The point about ‘trading in the marketplace’ is also unclear; perhaps the panel meant whether a qualification was necessary to get a job; clearly this is often a licensing, regulatory and/or industrial relations matter with historical roots, rather than a reflection of the quality of the qualification.  The report (p. 57) points out that the authors do not advocate that careers that are not ‘valued’ should not have qualifications or traineeships, merely that the government should not invest money in them. It acknowledges that although jobs such as ‘hospitality, clerical and administrative workers, sales workers, machinery operators and drivers and labourers’ would cease to receive traineeship funding, and therefore women would be disadvantaged, this would be acceptable, the report argued, as women could be supported to enter traditional trades (Expert Panel, 2001: 58). The national custodian was to be the arbiter of which occupations were eligible for funding.  The proposal to defund traineeships in most industry sectors was never acknowledged as a major plank of the report, although clearly it was the major plank. This was apparent in subsequent media interviews in which panel members spoke disparagingly, for example, of training for checkout operators.
Responses to the Expert Panel report

The first reaction to the report came from the Commonwealth Minister, who moved to distance himself from the report, stating that ‘no new bureaucracy’ would be created as a result of the recommendations. This was understood to mean that the employer contribution scheme would not be adopted; the fate of the ‘national custodian’ remained unclear - was it ‘new bureaucracy’?  The furore created by the ‘hidden’ agenda to de-fund traineeships was such that a number of stakeholder meetings were convened to provide at least the appearance of consultation. The chair, the CEO of a manufacturing company, was then able to claim in the covering letter of the final report that the views of a ‘wide range of stakeholders’ had been taken into account. The author was invited to one such meeting, at which other attendees were major employers who used qualification-based training, and executive officers of a number of peak bodies. The mood of the panel members present was not conciliatory; attendees were told that the composition of the panel did not need to be representative of stakeholders since the panel members were ‘experts’. However, sadly they were not; the discussions revealed gaps in the panel members’ knowledge. For example there was a lack of understanding of the term ‘user choice’ funding, the means by which off-the-job training in apprenticeships and traineeships is funded. This lack of understanding probably explained the reason why training was barely mentioned in the report. Later in the period of consultation, larger, public, consultation sessions were held (one of which the author also attended), without panel members present, where the mood was more conciliatory and useful discussions on substantive issues were held.
The Expert Panel report has as yet had minor impact. Mentoring funding has been provided and a range of accelerated apprenticeship schemes are being supported. An independent consultant is currently undertaking a review of incentives for apprentices and trainees. The biggest change, and it is arguable whether this was in direct response to the Expert Panel report or not, is that Commonwealth employment incentives were removed in the May 2011 Budget for Certificate II level qualifications (always traineeships). The official response is that this measure was undertaken to save money.
The English situation
During the late twentieth century the English apprenticeship system languished, never recovering from the close-down of major industries during the Thatcher years. Attempts to revive the system through, for example, ‘modern apprenticeships’ were not successful, partly because people identified these with the youth employment ‘schemes’ of the 1980s (Smith & Smith, 2007).  However during the early 21st century a new body was set up to manage and promote apprenticeships, the National Apprenticeship Service (NAS). In the first Budget of the new Coalition government in 2011, surprisingly at a time when most services were being cut, new money was channelled into apprenticeships through the NAS.
The author was invited to address the first international seminar of the NAS during National Apprentice Week in February 2011. Her overview of the international and Australian situation with regard to apprenticeships and traineeships was well received led to her being invited again to England to address an audience of policy people and senior practitioners at a November 2011 seminar organised by a research institute. In the few days before the seminar, the author visited a senior member of the relevant government department, finding that there was an interesting and intelligent debate going on in government circles about the relative contribution of employers to the training system. At the same time a media campaign was being waged against the growth of apprenticeships, particularly in retail. This reinforced developments noted in mid-year at the Journal of Vocational Education Training conference in Oxford, where strong anti-retail-training sentiments were voiced by senior academics during seminar discussions. In the October/November controversy, an article in the Guardian newspaper (Stratton, 2011) commented on the rise in apprenticeship numbers, now in absolute terms about the same as Australia’s, although relatively much lower. The article explained that quite a large proportion of apprentices were what Australians call ‘existing workers’, or as they call them in England, ‘conversions’; ie people who already work for a company being offered the chance to enrol in apprenticeships. The supermarket company Morrison’s was mentioned in this article disapprovingly, because only 10% of its apprentices were young people and most of them were existing workers. A letter written to the Guardian by two leading English academics (Fuller & Unwin, 2011) welcomed the highlighting of a ‘long-standing problem’ of ‘conversions’. The letter maintained that ‘conversions’ were just a way for governments to claim higher numbers of qualified workers to lift the UK ‘up the international league tables’ and implied that they did not involve genuine training. The letter called on the government to ‘pause and genuinely reflect on what and who publicly funded apprenticeships are for’ as well as, less controversially, asking for increased attention to quality.
In a pre-seminar meeting the author discussed the English apprenticeship system with an academic. This academic informed the author that companies such as McDonald’s only took part in the apprenticeship system for the government incentives, that they received 2000 pounds per apprentice, and that much of the curriculum consisted of training which should be provided by an employer anyway, such as induction training and safety training. When the author (who had researched extensively in McDonald’s in Australia and found these statements hard to believe) enquired about how much research underpinned the statement, the answer came back that there was no need to research the matter because the curriculum (presumably the NVQ, similar to Training Packages) provided the answer. Conversations with a senior manager from the National Apprenticeship Service, as well as the latter’s presentation to the seminar, showed, however, that the McDonalds apprenticeship was in fact much richer in curriculum than the academic suggested, requiring several different elements, and that a special ‘two-for-one deal’ had been struck where government funding was only provided for half of the apprentices; that RPL was not funded; and that the actual cost to government per apprentice at McDonald’s was only about 600 pounds (less than $1000). The author found her talk on apprenticeship, which advocated equality of status and quality among training for all occupations, elicited quite aggressive questioning from the leading members of the research institute. 
The debate begun in the Guardian was continued in the press, with Tickle (2011) reporting ‘sharp criticism’ (source not quoted) that ‘this type of retail apprenticeship is either about companies using public money to pay for what may be little more than basic induction of new staff, or, in the case of existing employees, about accrediting skills they already possess, rather than adhering to the fundamental tenet (emphasis added) of apprenticeship, which is about developing new ones’.
Discussion
What are we to make of these two incidents: the Australian government-funded report that appeared to set out to destroy the traineeship system, and the English media campaign to destabilise the attempt to expand the recovering apprenticeship system there? In both cases there was involvement by academics in fuelling, if not starting the fire; in the Australian case there was heavy involvement by a traditional trade union.  The author has insufficient knowledge of the English system to gauge how far ‘traditional trade’ unions were involved in the English furore.

Why would academics who are otherwise interested in equity and in workers’ rights want to remove workers’ access to funded training? This is a difficult question to answer. Although their arguments might be based in a Marxist view that employers are out to extract ‘surplus value’ from their workers and to take advantage of every type of ‘business welfare’ available, the same arguments do not seem to be advanced in relation to employers in the traditional trades who, in this debate, appear to be above reproach. The answer is perhaps rooted not only in views about employers, but in value judgments about the relative worth of certain industries, and therefore of the occupations in those industries. To many of us it might be difficult to see why a checkout operator, helping to provide ordinary people with safe food, reliably, in a convenient location, is of less worth than a bricklayer, helping to erect buildings for ordinary people to live in or businesses to operate from,  but to others it seems a self-evident truth. A checkout operator can become CEO of a retail company in the same way as a bricklayer can become CEO of a construction company, yet one is viewed by the ‘expert panel’ as a ‘valued career’ and one is seen as worthless. One clue to this conundrum may be found in philosophical writings on work, which allot a moral dimension to work, placing some occupations on a higher moral plane than others. Hannah Arendt’s book ‘The Human Condition’ (1958), for example, refers to Plato’s views of ‘homo faber’ – maker of things – who operates on a higher plane than ‘animal laborans’, the latter being ‘subject to and constantly occupied with the devouring processes of life’ (Arendt, 1958: 144). Arendt herself struggles with reconciling Plato and Marx in her analysis and it is difficult to extrapolate the arguments into 21st century economy, where ‘fabrication’ is of less importance, but it seems that the strength with which beliefs about worthy work are held may stem from such moral judgments. While we could ascribe trade union views purely to self-interest - ie to a wish to arrogate resources from one group of workers to another – it seems that more deeply-held reasons are also involved.
These views translate into firm tenets, based on little firm evidence, about what apprenticeships ‘are for’. As noted above, the international literature on apprenticeships makes it clear that apprenticeships differ from country to country and from era to era. The newspaper article by Tickle (2011) maintains that the ‘fundamental tenet of apprenticeship, … is about developing new [skills]; Fuller & Unwin (2011) do not actually say what they are for, but in asking government to reflect on what they are for, imply that they know exactly what they are for, and they are not about training existing workers in retail or customer service. The Expert Panel in Australia thought apprenticeships were about rewarding ‘valued careers’. The report also approvingly refers to Noonan (2010, in Expert Panel, 2011: 32) who maintains that ‘existing worker traineeships are not being used for the purpose traineeships were intended for, which is to support youth transitions into skilled employment.’ The position of moral rightness in all cases (although positions differ) appears to have overwhelmed interest in matters such as equity, social inclusion, the needs of the economy, and an individual’s right to choose careers without being insulted for his or her choice, which would normally be expected to be concerns of trade unions and of academics writing in the area of vocational education and training.

Whatever the reasons may be for the views of those who seek to influence public policy and public opinion so that non-trade occupations do not receive public funding for their training, there are real consequences. For example the removal of Certificate II funding for traineeships in Australia is reported anecdotally to have led to a substantial drop in Certificate II qualifications offered by Australian companies. While some companies might instead offer Certificate III qualifications, it is unlikely that an employer would invest to this extent in, for example, a disadvantaged early school leaver; the change in policy could already be affecting a reported rise in Australian youth unemployment in late 2011.
Conclusion
While it is not particularly respectable in an academic paper to refer approvingly to a government representative, it is worth mentioning the response to the letter by Fuller and Unwin in the Guardian by Vince Cable, the UK Government’s Business Secretary.  In amongst the expected ‘spruiking’ of the government’s achievements, he said:
I am proud that people of all ages are benefiting from the opportunity to learn the skills they need to progress in work.
He referred to ‘cynical interpretations of the real progress we are making’.

In the English debate a small voice from a Morrison’s senior manager emphasising the social inclusion role of apprenticeships for his workers was virtually lost. He was reported in the article by Tickle (2011) as saying:
The issue I’m trying to address is of social exclusion and people trapped in unemployment or entry level jobs with no hope of progressing.
In Australia, social inclusion through traineeships has been increasingly recognised (Smith & Smith, 2011). Public opinion remains divided, in the UK as in Australia. In the on-line comments to the feature article by Tickle (2011) there were three comments which stated that retail apprenticeships would devalue ‘genuine apprenticeships’, while one person posted the following:

Brilliant. At last something for people who want to learn something other than school subjects. For anyone who wants a qualification and school exams weren’t for them, this is their chance to get something solid on their CV.
It is worth noting that very little research work was cited in the Australian Expert Panel report except a small-scale local study by Snell & Hart  (2007) which was used several times  to provide ‘evidence’ that employers exploited apprentices and trainees; little research to the contrary was cited. The Australian VET Research Association (AVETRA) sent a response to the report in April 2011 which expressed concern that little research had been used in the report. AVETRA provided a lengthy annotated bibliography of research on apprenticeships and traineeships and offered itself and its researchers for consultations; none of these offers was taken up. In a like fashion, the campaign against the expansion of the apprenticeship system in the UK is being carried out in the absence of empirical evidence. There is a clear role for researchers here who are able to set aside their pre-conceived notions, their ‘cynical interpretations’ as Vince Cable puts it, to report on what is really happening, and to try to influence policy to benefit all parties rather than just some segments of the economy and society. Rather than trying to institute a national custodian to keep people out, it would be better for all involved with VET to try to safeguard the apprenticeship system against those who seek to damage it.
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